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For Sydney


And for my mother, 


and her mother, 


and her mother,


and her mother . . .










Author’s Note


Throughout these pages some names of clients and women in my community have been changed to protect their privacy; otherwise I’ve been given permission to share their experiences using their real names. 


Regarding the personal stories, I’ve changed some names. When possible, I consulted people who were there at the time and journal entries for validation. However, as we know, human memory isn’t perfect, but I’ve written the stories to the best of my memory.










Letter to Readers


Dear Readers,


When the idea struck me to create this book, it was fueled by anger. Not only anger—there was a good portion of rage mixed in as well, like a volcano eruption.


Over the last handful of years I’ve taken a deep dive into my own trauma; walked straight into the storm that held past sexual assault, endless sexual harassment, and the choking feeling from being raised in a culture that told me to quiet down—that my voice, my spirit, my ambition, my most everything was too much.


This personal deep dive will likely continue for years; as it’s taken four decades for me to face this rage, it will take some time to heal from it. The unraveling has been and will continue to be a rebirth.


When the time came to sit down to write, there was chatter that told me to wait. That I needed to get to a quieter place within myself to write this book for you—someplace more peaceful and subdued. That my anger wouldn’t serve you, that it might scare you, and a prim-sounding schoolteacher voice in my head said, “Anger doesn’t look good on you, nor does it sell books.”


But a bigger voice, one that was louder and clearer, told me that you need my anger. Fury, rage, and rebellion are actually of service here. That by writing you this book, this is in service of making some noise.


My heart races as I type this to you, which makes me know this is true and right and I know you and I will connect on this truth. And if not, hey, no hard feelings, perhaps we’re not ready to meet yet.


Your curiosity in this book tells me something. It tells me that you, like me, are tired, but still energized enough when it comes to bettering yourself. It tells me you’re holding back in your life, at least a little (and might be afraid to admit it). It tells me that you have a fire that burns in you that may be a fierce quiet whisper, or it may be a full‑on raging inferno, doused in gasoline. It tells me that maybe you’re ready to burn the whole damn thing down and start over.


Most definitely, it tells me that you want something more for your life. You’re ready for something to change and you’re ready to let it start with you.


Maybe you read a substantial amount of self-help books, or maybe you picked this one up because it called out to you. Regardless, I’m going to take a wild guess and say you’re hungry for something, and when you’re hungry for something, you want to change the way you feel. There’s an emptiness inside you that you want filled. Bottom line: You want something more for your life.


At the same time, changing your life has its challenges. Aside from it being work, we, as women, have been socialized to not make too much noise, to put everyone else before us, and to make everyone else comfortable. All of this at the expense of our own values, desires, and dreams. Many times, we don’t even consciously realize this is happening. But unconsciously we know. It manifests as resentment, poor boundary-setting, lashing out, negative self-talk, unnecessary apologizing, people-pleasing, and approval-seeking. And that feels like shit.


In 2018, my second book, How to Stop Feeling Like Shit, came out, in which I chronicled the behaviors I just mentioned, which are very common behaviors for the thousands of women I’ve worked with over the last fourteen years, plus my own. We spend endless amounts of energy trying to contort ourselves into what we think people want and expect of us. Don’t make others too uncomfortable, don’t rock any boats, and never, ever make a scene.


We follow these “rules” because we don’t want to be rejected. We want to fit in, be liked and approved of. We do these things because it’s what we know and it’s become, in a strange, twisted way, what’s comfortable.


But, more important, we do these things because we live in a culture that tells women that no matter what, we are not good enough.


In working with many women who all want a better life—here’s what I know to be true:


For women, moving away from behaviors that don’t work for us anymore, letting go of core beliefs that convince us we’re broken and not enough, laying a stake in the ground around our desires, is an act of MAKING NOISE.


I’m so fucking tired of women thinking there is something wrong with them for not having the confidence they need to go after what they want. I’m so fucking tired of women being afraid to use their voice to speak up in a meeting or when someone has harmed them.


And I’m so fucking tired of shouting “GIRL POWER!” and telling women they can be and do anything they want to, when the truth is if we want to find our true north and live our best life, we have to simultaneously work on bettering ourselves and push back on the culture that created the problem in the first place. These are not two completely separate conversations. We must do this in order to help create change for ourselves, as well as for generations to come.


For all the women who’ve been judged for their cleavage, clothing choices, or loud voices. For women who have been gossiped about for their choices of sexual partners (whether the gossip was true or not) and made to feel ashamed or even less than human. For the women who got passed up for promotions who never made it to the control center for the first moon landing.


For you, if you’ve ever felt like your life was an uphill battle. If you’ve been dismissed, harassed, abused, or dehumanized. There’s nothing else to say about it except that it’s unacceptable. It can feel all-consuming at times, like it’s so much work and are we even making any progress?


The truth is, we are making progress. But we can’t better ourselves and encourage women’s empowerment unless we unlearn what we’ve learned from the beginning. Those old ways are not okay for us, nor are they okay for the women who will come after us.


This isn’t a feminist theory book about how to smash the patriarchy. It’s not about flipping tables, advising you to scream at and/or flip off your boss, or run away from your family and start a new life (even though at times you may want to do all those things . . . naturally). It’s not about being a feminist activist. That’s great if you are one or want to be one, but it’s perfectly fine if you’re not. Make Some Noise also isn’t about the fast and easy way to living your best life. It’s about looking at real-life stumbling blocks, drawing a line in the sand regarding what’s not working, and helping you navigate in ways that make you feel like the absolute best version of yourself.


However, by doing things like taking up space, asking for everything you want, and not waiting for confidence before you take action, you are, in essence, disrupting the narrative of patriarchy and acting as a feminist. Make no mistake, women’s empowerment is an act of rebellion.


It’s our time to step forward. This starts at a grassroots level with you. It starts with you claiming your desires, claiming your voice, and CLAIMING YOUR LIFE.


This book is part rally cry and call to arms, part how to break out of what most of us have been taught as truth. I promise that you’ll see yourself in these chapters—glimpses of your life that perhaps you thought no one knew about (I’ve been watching you).


Because may I remind you that this is it. There are no dress rehearsals or do‑overs. Today and every day is the beginning of your life and it’s up to you to live the shit out of it. All you have to do is tap into that hunger, believe even for a moment that you have the power to create what you want, and take some action. That’s where I and this book come in, being your guiding strobe light to your most outstanding, kick-ass life.


Hugs, ass-kicking, and noisemaking,


Andrea










How to Get the Most Out of This Book


In order to change your life, you have to change your life. As obvious as that may sound, you might be surprised how many people don’t realize the amount of action they have to take in order to get the things and the life they want. Therefore, you’ll hear me talking a lot about taking specific action in the chapters ahead.


When I was first starting out on my own personal-development journey, I would read personal-growth books and write the names of my friends and ex‑boyfriends in the margins. Pointing to certain traits and problems that other people had, thinking that if they would just change, their life and my life would be better. In other words, I liked the idea of change, and I especially liked it for other people. It took me about a decade to realize if I wanted my life to change, I had to change, and I had to do it myself.


I’m going to go ahead and assume you’re here to change your life, and at the very least learn new habits that will bring you more happiness, confidence, and ease.


But when we’re talking about the culture we’ve been raised in and the conditioning we’ve been exposed to, before we can learn and implement something new, we must first intentionally and consciously unlearn what we have been taught. To let go of what has become embedded in us, so we can move forward as better humans. Unlearning will be woven into each and every chapter of this book because no matter if you’re a twenty-five- or seventy-five-year-old reading this book, you have beliefs, habits, and truths that are ingrained in you. If you want to change some things (which I think you do), unlearning needs to happen. 


Special Note


There are many places in this book where I talk about the conditioning and socialization of women. I understand that not all who identify as women were conditioned and socialized exactly the same, and that therefore the factors at play are nuanced. Race, class, ability, sexual orientation, your generation, family values, and more can influence the lens through which we experience things, helping form our thoughts, beliefs, opinions, and behaviors.


This said, most of the time, I’m speaking generally, and for the sake of brevity have mentioned these nuances only a few times. But please keep in mind as you read that there are definite variations among women and there is no one specific way.


Last, as I did my best to get examples that represent an array of women, these examples are not a monolith as it may pertain to their specific race or identity group.


Know Thyself


The origin of the phrase “know thyself” is debated, as is what it specifically means. Like most things, it’s up for interpretation. To me, in connection to the world of self-help, to know thyself is to know your blind spots. To be self-aware enough to notice when you’re engaging in behavior that doesn’t serve you, not so that you can beat yourself up for it, not so you can change for good and never slip up again, but so that you can do your best to course-correct.


Sometimes when we read self-help books, we can walk away feeling worse about ourselves because the words turn into a mirror of what we don’t like about ourselves, plus what we’re terrified others will find out about us. We have so many other things to worry about, I don’t want that for you. This book is not a place to blame and shame yourself or anyone else.


You may resonate with some chapters and not with others. Like everything in life, take what you want and leave the rest. All I ask is that this book be a way for you to know yourself. To look at the culture at large, how it’s made an impact on you and how you show up in this world, how you want to show up better, and hopefully, this book shows you a better way.


The 


Unlearning


Since much of this work is about unlearning what feels instinctive at this point, I’m mapping out a framework that will help guide you through each topic. You’ll see a text box in each chapter that will take you through four steps. In the next pages are the guidelines that you’ll be following as you unlearn things like staying small, always being accommodating, and taking care of everyone else’s feelings before your own. I’ve provided some examples as well.


And, hey, before we jump in together: This is the part where I turn to you, make eye contact, and grab you by the shoulders.


What we’re about to walk into may be new to you, and it may not. You may already understand a lot of what I’m talking about or it may be a learning moment for you. Either way, the unlearning will likely be the part that is a lifelong journey. Any former cult member will tell you, the first step in leaving the cult is to have cognitive dissonance, when you realize this isn’t working anymore. When the spoken or unspoken rules of “this is how things work around here” are questioned. We’ve probably all felt that in a relationship before, or a family or work situation (or maybe even in an actual cult), but the bottom line is that the unlearning begins when you’re anywhere from uncomfortable with how things are going in your life all the way to a “fuck this shit, I’m out” type of feeling.


No matter where you are on that spectrum, let’s get to work.


The Four Steps of Unlearning


Step #1: Notice


As I always say, you have to name it to tame it. You can’t clean up what you don’t know is messy, so let’s always start here. When we turn the light on in this metaphorical room that needs some cleaning up—in other words, when we start noticing—it can be jarring. We realize the air we breathe has been set up to keep women down and quiet and that many times, we’ve been actively but unknowingly participating in it.


As you read through this book and start paying attention to your own behaviors and tolerations, I encourage you to just notice. Some emotions might come up, and notice that, too. You can tell yourself things like “That’s interesting” or “What a thought-provoking thing!” You don’t need to make it mean anything. This first step is about awareness of what’s happening.


During this noticing phase in each chapter, I highly encourage you to journal. You can grab your own blank notebook, or I’ve made it easy for you to work through each chapter by downloading your free Make Some Noise workbook at andreaowen.com/msn. From there, you can process your way through each of the four steps of unlearning from each chapter.


Step #2: Get Curious


Once you start paying attention and begin noticing your own behavior, I’m asking you to simply get curious about it. Think of it as going into your closet and looking in all your pockets. What will you find there? Who knows, but let’s have zero expectations about it. Might find $100 or a chewed‑up piece of gum. Either way, it will be something.


Getting curious is about asking questions, about digging deeper. Questions like:


I wonder why I think that?


That’s interesting that I’m judging her for wearing that. I wonder what that’s about?


Why am I so sarcastic when I argue with my partner? Is something else going on?


Is it odd that I assume my aspirations can’t be a priority?


Why can’t I talk to my parents about this?


Why am I so triggered by this? Is it at all about me or something else?


We, as humans, like to be right about things. It brings us certainty and control, and certainty and control bring us the feeling of safety. When we come to a conclusion or make an assumption, we close a loop, and that feels good.


But sometimes our incessant need for certainty and control can close us off from growing, learning about ourselves and others, and implementing behaviors that are better for us.


When we let in curiosity, we disrupt the pattern of judgments and assumptions about ourselves, other people, situations, the past, the future—literally everything. And guess what happens then? You can change your life.


My friend Elizabeth DiAlto asks this great two-part question: What is my conditioning and what is my truth? This is a question we’ll revisit in many of the chapters you’re about to read. This inquiry will ask you to examine the expectations, “rules,” and ways of being you were brought up in, as well as how you actually want to be. Sometimes those two ways will be the same, but many times they will be different.


Once you start noticing your reactions and getting curious about them, you’ll hopefully gain some clarity. For instance, if you assume something is wrong with you and that most other people have it figured out except you, ask yourself, “What if it weren’t true?” or, “I wonder what would happen if I didn’t believe that?” I’m not asking you to flip the switch and believe it’s not true in one hot second, but to just do some thinking about what if it wasn’t. Maybe you would be more apt to change, or not be so hard on yourself, or, I don’t know . . . feel better and happier?


Curiosity brings clarity, but in addition, it has the capacity to change your life. It allows you to look at things from ten thousand feet away, which can help take the definitiveness and emotion out of it. From there, you can change your perspective and learn a new way of being.


Step #3: Self-compassion


One of the side effects of realizing how we’ve participated in a system that keeps us small or acknowledging how we’ve kept other women down (and thus ourselves) is feeling guilty, ashamed, angry, or any number of other challenging emotions. Which then can lead to beating yourself up about it. Thoughts like “How could I have had these unconscious feelings and judgments for so long? How could I have been so blind?” And, of course, you’re going to feel however you feel, and I’ll continually remind you, none of that is ever wrong.


So while you’re all up in your feelings, I want to remind you that yes, this is part of the process, but if we’re going to unlearn what we’ve learned for decades, if we’re going to work on creating a new narrative about ourselves and our fellow women, beating ourselves up about it is not the way to get to a place of betterment or empowerment. It never, ever is.


Remember, the goal is to create an empowering narrative about ourselves as women, who we are, and what’s possible. To make it okay to walk away from the box of conformity you’ve been conditioned to accept and to fit yourself into. This might upend your identity, make you understand or not understand your mother more, make you question other women’s intentions—there could be myriad thoughts, emotions, and questions that come up during this time. Or maybe you’ve already gone through this process before, you’ve already done the heavy lifting here, but I believe the work is never done. You might still have unconscious biases around class, race, ability, or sexual orientation. Regardless, beating yourself up over it is a surefire way to keep yourself stuck and feeling hopeless about the situation.


If you think about it, it’s a bit ironic. Here we are living in a culture that tells us we’re not enough, that we need to do more, be more, and have more. And when we’re beating ourselves up in the learning process of pushing against that same culture, it’s as if we are taking a lesson from the oppressor and putting it back on ourselves. So let’s not do that.


Cut yourself some slack. Realize you’re human, a product of your environment.


Step #4: Keep the Momentum


Once you start noticing, getting curious, and even stepping into compassion, you’ll understand new things, which is fantastic, and now the momentum will need to be established. It will ebb and flow, and many times the whole process will start over, again and again.


Part of keeping the momentum is talking about the unlearning and learning, because change doesn’t happen in a vacuum. Talking about it can be with your therapist, your friends, your family, your children, your butcher, your baker, your candlestick maker, really anyone. I’m not recommending you become an evangelist and make it a full-time job to recruit everyone into your new way of thinking (although that can be a side effect of personal growth—rounding up people to join your club). In other words, it’s not so much about convincing people of your new ways, it’s about conversation.


For instance, if you start noticing how much you apologize for things you don’t need to apologize for and you’re consciously practicing stopping this, when you catch yourself about to apologize, say out loud, “I was about to apologize but realized I don’t need to.” Obviously, each situation is unique and sometimes it might be best to do this only with your partner or your friends, or perhaps at work with the appropriate people.


My client Tracie faced an example of keeping the momentum on the work she’d been doing with me. Tracie goes on the same couples’ vacation every year with a group of her friends. She told me, “Every year, about six weeks before we go, a group text starts with me and all the women talking about how much weight we need to lose before we all get into our bathing suits for the beach. I’m so tired of this conversation. Not only am I tired of battling my weight, but I’m sick of seeing my beautiful friends upset about this. They’re too smart and beautiful for this conversation.” Tracie had gotten to a point where she knew body image was taking up way too much space in her mind. She got curious about it and did her own work on it. She’d worked on self-compassion, and now it was time to talk about it. Her assignment was to tell her friends, “Hey, this year, what would you all think about doing something new and not obsessing on our bodies? I care about you all too much to not say anything anymore.” For some women this can feel like some kind of revolution. To speak up in service of one another instead of being of service to diet culture.


Keep in mind that as you journey through this process of questioning old patterns, some of the things you uncover may ask you to do some very emotional “heavy lifting,” and I encourage you to seek out the help of a therapist, coach, or counselor—anyone properly trained and qualified to help guide you through messy topics. These old beliefs about who we are and our value can bring up trauma that you may not even know was there. This, again, will be a helpful place to journal your thoughts in service of your growth.










BURN IT DOWN 


She had fire in her belly 


and she used it to summon 


her Truth. 


She had fire in her soul 


and she used it to remember 


where she came from. 


She had fire in her heart 


and she used it to trust 


the women who came before her. 


She had fire in her spirit 


and she used it to show 


other women their own f lames. 


She had fire in her eyes 


and she used it to burn 


it all down. 


She had fire in her every being 


and she used it to blaze 


a new path, a new way, a new life. 


 


Andrea Owen










Part 1: Shit to Start Doing


Shit to 


Start Doing










1


Start Taking Up Some Damn Space


In 2009, while very pregnant with my second child, I was finishing up my bachelor’s degree at California State University San Marcos.


In one particular class, there was a formula that most of the students weren’t understanding. We were let loose to figure out the assignment in groups, and I started asking my peers if they understood the formula and couldn’t find anyone who did. The consensus was that we all needed more help, but no one wanted to ask for it. Our professor had explained it more than once, and apparently no one was willing to speak up on behalf of the class or even for themselves.


When our professor announced we’d have a test the following day on this topic, I raised my hand. “Professor,” I said, “this formula is still unclear for us, and from what I can tell, none of us have a grasp on this material yet. Can we go over it again?”


“We’ve gone over it twice, Andrea,” he replied.


Now, I don’t know what made me feel like I needed to stand up in that moment. Maybe it was because I was speaking on behalf of the class, maybe it was because my ankles were swelling, but I hauled my big, pregnant belly up out of my chair, took a deep breath, and said, “Sir, for the last twenty minutes I’ve been trying to find someone in this class who understands the material so they can help me. No one does. To me, that says the material hasn’t been taught to us adequately, and obviously I am not alone in not comprehending. I’m asking, on behalf of the class, if we can review it again.”


I’ll never forget the hushed silence that followed my request. I saw many heads look down at their desks as if they couldn’t bear to make eye contact with me or with him. The discomfort was palpable. He stared at me for several seconds and I had no idea what was coming. I was starting to regret my choice of speaking up.


Right before I waddled myself out of the class to never come back to finish my degree, he said, “You’re a tough lady. All right, we’ll review next class and the test will be pushed back.”


I highly doubt that if one of the young men had asked that same question he would have said, “You’re a tough man.” Who knows, maybe he would have, but what I felt in our exchange is that my professor was not expecting me to call out what I was feeling as a student, or make such a bold request.


I was not fearless in this endeavor. I knew it was a risk to take up this kind of space with my voice, and with my request.


Maybe you’ve been in that situation before, wanting to speak up and actually doing it like I did that day. Or maybe you’ve wanted to speak up, to make some noise, but didn’t. Either way, I can almost guarantee there’s been a moment in your life in which you’ve squashed your own form of bigness.


Maybe you get a promotion at work and contemplate posting about it on social media but stop yourself because you’re worried people will think you’re bragging. Perhaps someone at work tells a sexist joke and you can feel the response (and bile) in your throat but decide to say nothing. Maybe your father‑in‑law interrupts you on the regular and you let it slide every time.


There also may very well be things you’re doing and you don’t even know you are playing small and giving your power away. They’ve become so habitual and woven into your daily life that you do them as blindly as making your coffee in the morning. Whatever the manifestation of your playing small is, let’s dig in and take a closer look.


What Does It Mean to “Take Up Space”?


From an early age, many of us have been told we’re “too much.” Too loud, too opinionated, too sensitive or emotional, too talkative, too fat, wearing too much makeup, too something. In some way or another, whether it’s explicitly said or we just catch the subtle message, we’re essentially told we’re wrong for daring to be ourselves. Everything from the big stress on the importance of “being a lady” or making sure we treat our virginity as the most revered possession we can ever have, to occupying as little space as possible, it’s all part of the list of unspoken rules for women that we begin to learn at an early age.


Whether it’s a raised eyebrow, a snarky comment online, or someone blatantly telling us to shut up, the vast majority of women have more than one example of being told to tone it down, or at the very least understand how we’ve learned to take up the smallest amount of space possible.


An obvious example is taking up space with our bodies. It’s no secret that we live in a fat-phobic culture, naming thinness as the only body type that is valuable. That feminine achievement is won if we attain and keep a slender body.


Women are also more likely to get out of the way when walking down the street and a man approaches, as if it’s a traffic law where one gender always has the right‑of‑way. There are countless memes about manspreading, and if there were an Olympic sport for apologizing for bumping into people, animals, and even inanimate objects, women would get the gold, hands down.


When it comes to our appearance, culturally we have a narrow view of what is widely acceptable and what is beautiful. For a woman to unabashedly express herself in terms of her image is an act of rebellion. Aging is another way women struggle to take up space. Once we hit forty, by society’s standards we are deemed not as valuable as we used to be and begin to feel more invisible. To be an older woman and take up space with our voice, appearance, and opinions is in effect an act of defiance in a culture that tells us our time of relevance is over.


Race can add another obstacle around taking up space for women of color. Jessica Sharp, thirty-one, says, “As a millennial Black woman, I feel like I have to think about how I show up with a particular organization. I have to decide if I should show up as my full self. I know that there may be feedback that I am intimidating or ‘a lot’ and assume that if I were a white woman that feedback would be less likely to be received. I have to balance being myself with not being too much, because I am often fearful that I’ll be perceived as an ‘angry Black woman.’ My age does not help—I sometimes feel like the room expects me to be more passive and quieter because I’m often the youngest in the room, although I’m equally as qualified as everyone else.”


Expressing emotions is another way we, as women, allow society to tell us what’s acceptable and unacceptable. I’ve talked to many women who’ve told me they don’t know how to do something remarkably instinctive—feel their feelings. They’ve mastered numbing them out or dissociating. That, or they do feel their feelings, but they either can’t or won’t express them. They’ve successfully let the world tell them they’re too emotional and/or sensitive. Therefore, they shove their feelings into a box, and generally shut out this innate expression that is crucial to their well-being, and also to their power.


Last, the best way we can take up space is to use our voices. Recent studies show that schoolgirls are more prone to do things like laugh off sexist jokes by their friends and not appear too smart (i.e., not raise their hand too much in class) in order to “not scare off boys, not appear bitchy or unsexy.” This mentality and behavior continues into adulthood until we’ve created the proverbial box for ourselves. The box that contorts us into who we think we’re supposed to be: compliant, malleable, and never taking up our share of space.


I worked with a client who told me she typically had ideas and opinions she wanted to share at weekly work meetings, but never elbowed her way into the conversation. When the meetings were over, she would spend hours rehashing them, imagining what she would have said and how she would have said it, as well as beating herself up for staying quiet. Week after week, she would have all the ideas and stories in her head swirling around, where they would stay.


All of this, my loves, is bullshit. If you could relate to any of this, it’s not your fault, we’ve been trained to be this way. But it doesn’t need to stay this way.


Why We Do It


Whether it’s obvious to us or just something we sense but keep buried—we know that to live one’s purpose on this planet we must be the absolute full expression of ourselves, which includes taking up space in the world. So, if we know this, then why, oh why, do we not bust down the door to our lives?


Let’s start with the fact that in the not-too-distant past, women had to stay quiet and insignificant in order to survive. My mother tells me one particular story of having a job in the 1960s where her boss would chase her around his desk “all in good fun,” but she knew if she told him in seriousness to stop, she was at risk of losing her job, which, at that time, being a single mother to my older brother and sister, was not a great option for her.


To express ourselves fully, to go against cultural and societal norms and standards, is scary; I’m not here to tell you it’s not. It’s human nature to want to stay safe and be accepted by the group at large—whether that’s your family, your friends, your community, or even your culture. Fear has crept in and created the behaviors of staying small.


In addition, it’s likely the women who’ve come before you in your family have experienced trauma by accepting the challenge of taking up space, and you may have, too. The pushback can have consequences that range from minor to dire. I understand that the idea of taking up space may feel exciting at first, but when it comes to actually doing it, it may feel like the biggest risk you’ve ever taken, the most fearful thing you’ve embarked on by far. But you didn’t pick up this book to learn how to crochet baby booties, so let’s get cracking.


What Not Taking Up Space Is Costing You


Why does it even matter? Can’t you simply go through your life playing it safe, not rocking the boat, not taking any risks? Yes, you can. You can do that and get to the end of your life, and when the time comes for you to take inventory of your one true existence, I hope to God you’re okay with all of that.


Because regret matters. I can’t stand the “no regrets” platitude, as it first and foremost tells us we should never have made mistakes or lament about our poor life choices. Personally, I regret not going to Australia to study abroad because a boy I was dating (he was thirty-two at the time, but make no mistake, he was a boy) didn’t want me to go. That regret fueled me to never again make a decision about my life that was based on someone else’s comfort.


Regret matters because, may I remind you, you just get this one exquisite life. And allow me to speak frankly here and say that regret fucking sucks. It sucks to walk out of a meeting wishing you would have spoken up or to have someone else say what you wanted to say first. It’s the worst to turn forty and watch people in their twenties do the things you wanted to do when you were their age, before you had the responsibilities you do now. You know what regret feels like.


When we’re talking about your existence, about your power, your sovereignty, there is not one that is more important to you than yours. So when you’re thinking about taking up more space than you currently do but decide not to . . . think about what you’ll regret. Think about the fact that when you say no to taking up more space in your life, you’re saying no to you.


Another problem you create by not standing squarely in your own space and owning it is that you are modeling that behavior for other women and girls in your life. I have a daughter and know she is watching and learning. More than what I say to her, she pays attention to how I behave and the choices I make. Whether you have children or not, the next generation of girls matters, and how we behave will shape them.


One of the biggest losses that can come with not taking up space is one that may not be so obvious. It’s not a smack-you‑in‑the-face matter, but more of a slow burn that has the ability to torch the house of your soul down to the ground. When we limit ourselves, our voices, and our lives, we are going against our values.


If you take even the slightest interest in personal development, even if you are just dipping a pinkie toe into these waters, then what’s important about your life is that you take advantage of everything it has to offer you. This isn’t a rule of self-help that gets you access to the party—this is a by‑product of what happens when you decide you unequivocally understand that the fullness of your life is dependent on you living like you absolutely revere your time here on Earth. That means that what’s important to you—perhaps it’s authenticity, honesty, integrity, and courage—should be expressed in all areas of your life. You didn’t come to this point in your life to be relying on personal characteristics like half-assing your existence and having it be “just sort of okay.” You’re not here to confine yourself to observe, wish, and hope you’ll get the opportunity to shine like the light you are, and maybe if it all goes well you can live the good life.


I’ve broken down the solution to taking up space into two parts with three pieces of advice each. Starting with the “internal work”—things to do that require paying attention, self-awareness, and some reflection. Followed by what I’m calling “external work,” which is all about taking action. I don’t expect you to go out, kick ass, and take names without first undoing what you’ve become so accustomed to doing. Take your time, and accept that this might be uncomfortable, but is ultimately in service of your biggest, most badass self.


Tools Part One: Do the Internal Work


1. Take Inventory


First, start paying attention to where you’re making yourself small. We have to start here because much of our “smallness” has been conditioned in us from a very young age.


I had a personal epiphany recently within my own home. In my work, I preach about making yourself a priority, and I was proud to say I did that myself. I knew I was taking care of myself and even made time for a new hobby (to the tune of being the mother of forty-seven houseplants, in addition to two humans). Yet as my career grew, I found myself burning out. I was tired and irritable. What I realized is that, yes, I had made myself a priority, but I had equally made everyone else in my family a priority as well. I had allowed myself to be promoted to the manager of everyone’s mental, emotional, and physical contentment.


What I had to do was take up space with both my voice and my own well-being. My lifelong conditioning told me it was my #1 job to first make sure everyone else in my family was comfortable, at the expense of my own welfare. That as a mother, burnout was just the price we pay for being categorized as a “good woman.” That the more tired I was, the busier I was, the more I was rushing around for everyone else, the more it showed I was doing a fantastic job. But the cost was my life feeling like it was closing in on me, and I was pissed off about it. That anger boiled over into my family—which wasn’t fair to them, because they never asked me to sacrifice myself for them.


Again, I had to start taking up space with my own needs.


By continuing the way things were going I was slowly killing myself, in addition to showing my daughter and son what it looks like to be a wife and a mother. I want them both to know that a woman can still be a “good mom” when she expects the other members of the family to learn to take care of themselves and all work as a team, rather than her scurrying around making it her life’s mission to keep all the plates spinning.


For now, I’m not asking you to flip tables in anger, change your personality to be more gregarious, or run through the streets naked. All I’m asking is for you to notice all the ways you’re allowing yourself and your life to be secondary to others’.


2. The Why


Second, now that you’re clear on the behavior you’re engaging in that’s making you stay small, get curious about why you’ve stayed this way.


Who is benefiting from your being or staying small and playing it safe? Who or what is benefiting from you not speaking up? Have you not asked for a promotion, but you want to, and you’re being passed over? Maybe it’s something seemingly small, like the guy next to you taking over the armrest on a plane during the whole flight?


Or perhaps no one is directly benefiting from your playing small, but it’s become your comfort level after so many years of acting this way. For instance, say you want to start your own side business, but it requires you reaching out to people to possibly be your customers and that’s too far out of your comfort zone. So you procrastinate and find yourself scrolling for hours on Instagram. No one is actually benefiting from you doing this, but the obvious fact is that you’re actively going against something you really want.


3. Question Your Objections


Third, question all your objections to taking up more space. You, because you are a normal human, have a fear of standing out. So let’s get this out of the way: Yes, you’ll get judged. Yes, people will have things to say about you expressing yourself more, about your going against the grain, about your being more brazen. Yes, there will be people who disagree with your opinions, who will call you out on your changes, who will be incredibly uncomfortable and displeased with your taking up space.


Your goal is not to avoid all of this. In fact, if you’re ruffling feathers, you’re doing it exactly right. The goal is to take up the amount of space that is your birthright. To treat your life as if you are the one in command of it. When people say, “Who does she think she is?” you respond with, “I AM THE BOSS OF ME, MOTHERFUCKERS,” and if it’s entirely inappropriate that you say that, in the very least you embody it.


Another objection that your smartypants brain will come up with is your fear of failing at this. What if you speak up in a work meeting about one of your ideas and it flops? What if you wear that amazing new outfit and it turns out you are way underdressed? What if you decide to fully express your emotions and your partner makes fun of you for it?


Again, all of this may happen. No one goes through life without putting themselves out there and once in a while getting their ass kicked. You were made for resilience (see chapter 8). No one dies from a little embarrassment, humiliation, or even a little shame. But your soul will slowly die if you continue to give your power away every single damn day.


Tools Part Two: Do the External Work


Now that you’ve looked inside yourself in regard to this topic, let’s look at what you can do out there in your everyday life.


1. Taking Up Space with Your Body and Appearance


Since you’ve become more aware when you do things such as trying to shrink yourself in an airplane seat instead of taking up the space your body actually needs, or trying to squeeze past people who didn’t hear you say “excuse me,” etc., in lieu of repeating yourself more loudly so they can hear you, spend a week making your physical space a priority. Embody the attitude that you belong in the driver’s seat of whatever area you’re in—whether it’s your seat on the train, a crowded elevator, or the sidewalk.


How you physically hold your body matters. You may have heard about Amy Cuddy’s research that shows using body postures associated with dominance and power (“power posing”) for as little as two minutes can increase testosterone, decrease cortisol, increase appetite for risk, and cause better performance in job interviews. In other words, adopting postures like the Wonder Woman pose, “tits up,” or leaning back in your chair with your feet on the table (which I don’t necessarily recommend for a work meeting) can make you feel like a boss.


Another tool that can be used when you’re working on taking up space with your body, appearance, and also your emotions and your voice, is to have a Board of Directors (BOD), which is a tool my colleague Susan Hyatt gave me. Imagine you can appoint anyone who will manage and direct you, who will hold only your best interests at heart, and who you can turn to at any moment when you’re afraid of taking up space and/or are unsure of what to do next. These can be real or fictional characters and can be anyone you admire for what they stand for, the action they take, and the kind of space they take up in the world.


To name a few on my Board: Jennifer Lopez, Billie Jean King, and Wonder Woman. When I find myself afraid to send a proposal for a big project, I ask myself, “What would JLo do in this situation?” And I know damn well that JLo might feel the nervousness, but she’d send the proposal and have a dance party afterward. So that’s what I do. The best version of yourself demands that you take up space. Jennifer Lopez didn’t achieve a successful dancing, acting, and singing career by shrinking and letting her fear take up the most space. It’s important to have people you admire near you, and this is a great way to remind yourself that your best self is only a series of brave choices you make every day.


Maybe you have Michelle Obama, Joan of Arc, or Ruth Bader Ginsburg on yours. Your Board of Directors is not up for judgment from anyone; it’s whomever you would love to have as your mentors and guides. Make a vision board with cutouts of your BOD, make a picture collage on your phone and save it as your screen saver, and tell your friends about this so you can remind one another about your BOD when you find yourself not knowing what to do.


2. Taking Up Space with Your Emotions


Throughout history, women have been told their emotions make them hysterical and unrestrained. Naturally, there are instances when emotions can overwhelm the best of us, but for the most part, women are stereotyped for not being able to control bigger feelings like anger and frustration.


Emotional intelligence matters. It teaches us to use our emotions to our benefit, to get curious about them and cultivate self-awareness and self-management of them, as well as foster healthy relationships with empathy and strong communication. I’m not at all saying to go hog-wild with your emotions and allow them to take over your thoughts, words, and behavior. If you did that, you might not have any friends and possibly get fired from your job.


However, think about how often you hold back emotionally. How often you limit your emotions in order to make others more comfortable, and that then becomes a hindrance to yourself, your relationships, and even your personal expression. In a society that normalizes holding in something as innocuous and natural as a sneeze, somehow we’ve translated that into accepting that “bigger” emotions like anger and frustration are wrong, when they’re not. They are natural; anthropologists tell us that feelings and emotions help us to survive, are part of evolution, and are connected with self-awareness, self-consciousness, and the ability to empathize with others.


From the start, after you’ve examined where you hush up your feelings, use that as a stepping-stone to be more expressive in those areas. For instance, if you feel strongly about a particular issue at work but hold back in meetings or in conversations out of fear that you’ll be perceived as too dramatic or intense, let loose instead. Show your passion and enthusiasm. Allow your body to lead the way. Have your words create your message and your energy show your eagerness for whatever it is you’re fired up about (see chapter 10 on confidence for more on this).
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